Jacques-Yves Cousteau: The World Without Sun

By Steve Droter

“We are not documentary.  We are adventure films 8”.  This quote from Captain Jacques-Yves Cousteau not only embodies his film The World Without Sun, it symbolizes his entire career as a documentary filmmaker.  While never having earning a scientific degree himself, he describes his role as explorer and documentary filmmaker as such: “I am not a scientist.  I am, rather, an impresario of scientists 10.”  During his professional career from 1943 when he helped to invent the Aqua-Lung and directed Par Dix-huit Mètres de Fond (60 Feet Below), to the day of his death on June 25, 1997, he produced 115 documentary films 3.  Included in this monumental feat is his June 1963 account of Conshelf 2, a saturation diving expedition for which he sent five divers to live 35 ft beneath the ocean surface for one month, and two to live at -86 ft for a week 2.  The resulting film won Cousteau a second Academy Award for Best Documentary, complimenting his first win in 1956 for le Monde du Silence (The Silent World) 6.
While Walt Disney was often criticized for blatant anthropomorphism portrayed in his nature films, such as Seal Island (1948), Beaver Valley (1950), and The Living Desert (1953), Cousteau’s mission was much more realistic.  Cousteau was the chronicler of a strange, new world.  He was a conservationist and promoter of the sea, not an entertainer 1.  He dismissed contemporary American documentary movements, such as Drew’s cinema verité 5 and Wiseman’s direct cinema 4, reverting to a narrative style reminiscent of the father of the non-fiction film, Robert Flaherty.

Like Flaherty, Cousteau poetically narrates his own films.  He guides his audience through the story as both a central character and omniscient narrator.  In a didactic form reminiscent of the 1930’s documentarians such as Joris Ivens and John Grierson 1, Cousteau provides an account of the Conshelf 2 mission that is both entertaining and educational by using cinematic techniques popular in mainstream fiction film.  And like both Flaherty and Disney, he received his fair share of criticism for his direction of The Word Without Sun.  The New York Times film critic Bosley Crowler described it as “beautiful and awesome,” but denounced the film’s cinematic style, complaining of “obvious fakery” (while Cousteau was not pleased by the criticism, he did admit to re-enacting certain events for cinematic coherence 8).  On the other hand, Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922), while reeking of cinematic fakery was still considered a monumental achievement in both documentary and filmmaking in general.  Although Flaherty eventually toned this style down over his career, his original attempt had worked 1.  People liked it and became interested.  Nanook even had his own song:

Polar bears are prowling.




Wintry winds are howling.




Where the snow is falling, 




There my heart is calling:




    Nanook!  Nanook! 1
This audience-friendly style that Flaherty made popular had proved that cinematic manipulation was an effective tool for promoting the subject of a documentary film.  Cousteau simply recognized this and built an unrivaled documentary career upon it.

Whether described as a documentary or adventure filmmaker, Cousteau used non-fiction storytelling as a proactive device for conservation.  Always the fundraiser, Cousteau found monetary support for his projects from a variety of sources, including the French government as well as international oil companies, to which he contributed his expertise in the Persian Gulf.  However, he also employed his own fame to his films in order to attract additional sources of funds for his exploration and conservation campaign.  This was not only great marketing, it allow his work to gain worldwide recognition and proved the ability of documentary film to influence the masses for the betterment of mankind.  Whereas Flaherty’s films were once refereed to as “salvage ethnography,” capturing the nature of rapidly vanishing cultures 1, I will describe Cousteau’s films as “salvage marine biology,” capturing the nature of rapidly vanishing ocean life.

One element of Cousteau’s films that none prior, fact or fiction, had been able to accomplish was the advent of underwater motion pictures.  Upon rigging the world’s first underwater 16mm movie camera, Captain Cousteau set forth to document his sub-aquatic adventures 7.  The result was a film style that can only be imitated on land today with computer animation or complex systems of dollies and cranes: what I call the “swimming camera”.  Cousteau once said, “From birth, man carries the weight of gravity on his shoulders.  He is bolted to earth.  But man has only to sink beneath the surface and he is free…Buoyed by water, he can fly in any direction—up, down, sideways—by merely flipping his hand.  Under water, man becomes an archangel 10.”  This is true for the swimming cameraman as well, and the full effect translates directly onto the screen; it frees the audience, making them the archangel, and creating some of the most memorable and exciting moments in the history of film.
As with many of Cousteau’s documentaries, The World Without Sun was accompanied by an illustrated book of the same title (In fact, he co-authored over 100 books and wrote many articles about his adventures).  His first major documentary and accompanying book, The Silent World (1956), won him an Academy Award and worldwide fame, especially in America.  This made him an official celebrity, and the editors at National Geographic Magazine took particular interest in his work.  The magazine published dozens of articles written both about him and by him over the next three decades 9.  One such article written by Cousteau himself discusses the subject of The World Without Sun.  “At Home in the Sea,” published in the April, 1964 edition of National Geographic, provides a detailed account of his experience at Conshelf 2.  I will refer to this article throughout this piece in order to enhance scenes from the film.  Like the film itself, the article also helps to actualize Captain Cousteau’s greater mission in life.  For starters, it provides an excellent description of the film’s characters.

At Home in the Sea:  “The 38-year-old director of the undersea station, Prof. Raymond Vaissière, chief of the biological division of the Oceanographic Museum at Monaco, asks us, “Care to join our evening promenade?”  “When the professor is dressed for his ‘stroll’ – part of the scientific program that requires our oceanauts to spend several hours a day in the open water outside the station – he pauses at the console and starts a clock next to his name on the personnel roster.  Each name has a clock that records the time a man spends outside in the water.”  “The next man to clock out is a sprightly 30-year-old, Claude Wesly, chief diver of Conshelf Two.  He is called ‘l’ancien,’ the veteran, because he was one of the two occupants of Conshelf One.  André Folco, 33, starts his clock.  He is a slender, handsome industrial designer with a calm, restrained personality, which is helpful in unprecedented living conditions like these.  The fourth man in the night-diving party is Pierre Vannoni, 31, a former customs inspector with literary tastes.”  “The fifth man in the permanent underwater party stays inside with me and clears the table.  He is our bearded chef, Pierre ‘Pierrot” Guilbert, 43.  Pierrot is veritably the morale officer if this village beneath the sea.”  “Sturdy, quiet Albert Falco, 35, besides being the pilot of the diving saucer, is diving chief of Calypso Oceanographic Expeditions – and an underwater magician…he has become the indispensable man of Conshelf Two.

The World Without Sun

Opening Sequence

The yellow, spaceship-like diving saucer DS2 approaches from the distance with lights flashing and bubble pouring from its sides.  The title and opening credits appear around the ship.  The saucer passes with cuts to several close-ups of its surface and propulsion jets.  In the final shot, it approaches the camera slowly.  Gradually, two portholes at the bow fill the frame, finally revealing Cousteau at the helm.  This is exemplary of Cousteau’s cinematic approach to documentary.  He establishes the setting and mood in one continuous movement.  The viewer’s perspective is confirmed.  We, too, are oceanauts, albeit dry ones.  In the same sequence, Cousteau also signifies himself as the principal character, whom without, none of this would be possible.

I: Introduction to Conshelf 2

At Home in the Sea:  “We are in Continental Shelf Station Number Two – Conshelf Two – located on a coral reef 36 feet beneath the surface of the Red Sea.  The ledge is part of Sha’ab Rūmi, or ‘Roman Reef,’ 25 miles northeast of Port Sudan.”  “What is the purpose of the Continental Shelf Station?  To begin with, I have long felt that undersea exploration is not an end in itself.  It must lead to scientific research, to prospecting for wealth, and to greater utilization of the oceans.  Finally, it must lead to human occupation of the sea floor – not only for the  brief moments man has known before, but for days, weeks, even months at a time.  Life is short: I wanted to hasten these processes of exploration , of prospering and occupation, push them together, and establish a working, manned undersea station in the richest and most accessible region of the ocean – the continental shelf.”

Cousteau and Falco operate the diving saucer from inside the cockpit.  The narrator observes time and place.  “It is now 18:40 hours.  Homeward bound.  East by northeast.  Depth, about 200 ft.”  In the first of only three sequences that incorporate sync-sound, Cousteau and Falco conclude the day’s mission and return to base.  The narrator continues, introducing Captain Cousteau and his mission.

· Reverse shot to inside the saucer, Cousteau and Albert Folco are at the helm.

· Narrator:  “It is now 18:40 hours.  Homeward bound.  East by northeast.  Depth, about 200 ft.”

· Cousteau turns around to read a meter on the wall.

· Cousteau:  “200 ft. on sonar.”

· Cousteau feels the wall.

· Cousteau:  “Condensation less than normal.  CO2 less than 0.5%.  Oxygen, 200 lbs.”  

· Cousteau turns back to the helm.

· Cousteau:  “Well, okay.  Take her up now.”

· Folco:  “Very well.  Back to the Hangar.”

· Outside, the saucer passes the yellow, sunken structures anchored into the reef.

· Narrator:  “The diving saucer returns from a world where the sun never shines.  The saucer is the spearhead of an historic adventure, conceived not only to explore, but to inhabit the sea.  This French-led expedition is led by Captain Jacques-Yves Cousteau.”

From here, Cousteau posits himself as both subject and storyteller, becoming the omniscient narrator and principle character.  As the ship returns to its sub-aquatic hangar, a yellow, onion-shaped structure anchored to the ocean floor, Cousteau explains:

“Our village on the ocean floor serves as our base of operations.  For a month, we will live and work underwater as all men do on the land above.  The diving saucer heads for her garage.  She is shaped like a disk to avoid snags.  Water jets, that swivel, take the place of rudder and propeller.  This is the first time an undersea boat has ever had an undersea base.  There are no storms here.  The hangar door is a placid pool.  We have eliminated wind and waves that have impaired the saucer on operations to and from the surface.”

At Home in the Sea: “The underside of DS2’s hangar is open to the water so that the saucer pops up into the air inside, to be hoisted into the dry by an electric winch, discharge her crew, and receive maintenance and battery recharges.  Like Starfish House, the hangar is filled by a hose from Rosaldo with air compressed to 30 pounds per square inch, slightly more than double atmospheric pressure, to equal that of the surrounding water.”

Already, he has told us much about the importance of this mission, but he also informs us of small details about the mission.  This strategy, typical of a fictional narrative, will persist throughout the remainder of the film.  As it happens on the screen, Cousteau describes the underwater docking procedure, introducing Albert Falco as his co-pilot.  This scene is the first of many that bear strong cinematic qualities, such as anticipated cut-ins and cut-aways, perspective changes, and blocking.  This being said, Cousteau and Falco hastily swim off to join the other oceanauts for dinner at headquarters while technicians maintain the ship.  Here we get a glimpse of the yellow Starfish House, whose shape mimics its name.  Cousteau boasts:

“This is the main headquarters of Continental Shelf Station Number 2.  Its 5 rooms include comfortable living quarters, a modern kitchen, and a fully equipped undersea laboratory.”

Upon arrival at headquarters, Cousteau and Albert Falco join the other oceanauts.  Raymond Kientzy, tooling on a diving mask and casually toking his pipe, lights Cousteau’s cigarette.  They sit at a diner-style table with Kientzy, Professor Raymond Vaissière, Claude Wesly, Andre Portelatine, and Andre Folco.  Pierre “Pierrot” Vannoni joins them midway with fresh champagne.  As they settle in, narrator Cousteau details the specifications and capabilities of the structure, explains that the oceanauts forthcoming diving missions and identifies the primary advantage of the undersea base.

“Our revolutionary sunken houses permit us to escape the time limitations of conventional diving.  The oceanauts may work 80 ft down the reef, 5 hours a day, or make excursions 165 ft deep, and return directly to their undersea base.  They no longer risk agonizing decompression accidents, the bends, which would strike them if they had to go back to the surface.”

In a scene that typifies certain criticism of the film, Cousteau crushes his cigarette into a half scallop shell and draws a cross-section map of the reef complete with the Starfish House, the deep cabin, shark cages, Calypso and the floating base named Rosaldo.  As he does this, the oceanauts eat, drink flat champagne (due to the increased air pressure in the Starfish House 8) and smoke tobacco.  While other scenes may only seem staged for the camera, this one is quite clearly done so.  Cousteau narrates slowly as he draws, elucidating the geography of Conshelf 2 to the audience.  As Kientzy puffs away on his pipe, Cousteau tells us he will have to give it up when he moves to the deep cabin, foreshadowing a later moment in the film.  When he finishes drawing, he caps his marker and leaves the Starfish House, pledging his allegiance to Calypso, where he will return after an hour of decompression beneath her keel.  As for the oceanauts, they continue about their leisure as we float away from the window into the darkness.  Cousteau describes the oceanauts in National Geographic.

At Home in the Sea:  “The five men standing in front of me, sweating in their silver suits in the tormenting Red Sea sun, were not exceptional physical specimens.  For Conshelf One I had picked two crack divers in top physical condition, but for this longer and more grueling trial in debilitating heat and humidity, I chose five unexceptional men.  They averaged more that 35 years of age.  Two were not very experienced divers.  All were married, with a total of six children.  One was pudgy and had minor arteriosclerosis.  The only thing out of the ordinary about the oceanauts was loyalty to one another as Calypsonians and pride in being selected for Conshelf Two.”

II: The Deep Men

The Starfish House spews bubbles upward from its sides.  Inside, the oceanauts go about their day, cooking and doing chores.  Kientzy and Portelatine leave the relative comfort of the headquarters in silver diving suits and black masks to spend a week at minus 86 ft.  Cousteau reinforces another important objective of Conshelf 2.

“2 men in black masks are leaving to settle in the deep cabin for a week.  Raymond Kientzy and Andre Portelatine are moving man’s homestead deeper into the sea.  If they succeed, it will become possible to systematically exploit the resources of the ocean”.

Cousteau describes the deep house experience.

At Home in the Sea: “The previous sinkings of the Deep Cabin did not daunt the two men who were to stay there a week.  Raymond Kientzy, 33 is a splendid diver who has been ten years with our team.  He is a robust, equable, reliable man.  His companion was Andre Portelatine, 46, the volatile and highly accomplished director of the famous free-diving school at Nice, the Aventure Sous-Marine.  Their first hour in the Deep Cabin was a harbinger of the torments they were to meet.  The worst was the humidity.  We had not provided air conditioning for the cabin, because we thought that the 90-foot depth would be in colder water below the thermocline.  Also, we had planned the expedition for March, when the Red Sea is nearly as cold ad it ever gets.  Now, it was July – hot July – and our thermocline data was wrong.  The torture cabin was standing in water temperature of 86º F with 100 percent humidity inside.”  “Dr. Bourde, who was making daily visits to the pair, reported generally good reactions: Their health was not in danger, although the Deep Cabin was a supreme trial of well-being.”
On the way to the tubular deep house, Cousteau recites its specifications and reiterates the mission of the “black masks.”  Because they breathe a high concentration of helium gas, their voices provide a famous, comical moment in this adventure film.  This is also the second scene that incorporates sync-sound.

· Portelatine buzzes the intercom.  Guilbert answers the call from headquarters.

· Guilbert:  “Hello, deep maison?  Hello, deep maison?  Arrivés tous les deux très bien.” (Hello, deep house?  Hello, deep house? Have you both arrived safely?)

· Portelatine answer Guilbert in a high, helium-induced voice.

· Portelatine: “Nous sommes bien arrivés. Nous sommes très bien.”  (We arrived safely. We are fine)

· Guilbert laughs at Portelatine’s voice, and asks:

· Guilbert:  “Ça va?”  (Everything okay?)

· Portelatine answers.

· Portelatine: "Ça va."  (Everything is okay.)

· Portelatine looks up from the intercom and speaks to the air.  

· Portelatine:  “Ça va?  Ça va?”

· Kientzy laughs in an equally silly voice.  Guilbert, sweating and looking disoriented, stares oddly off-camera.

III: The Life of the Oceanaut

“Black suits”, divers from Calypso, float about the Starfish House, cleaning the rapidly growing seaweed from its yellow surface.  Reminiscent of the red grouper Ulysses from The Silent World (1957) 6, a loner lurks on the premises.  Cousteau recites, “The vessel has cleared sharks, leaving only one villain, Jules, as 6 ft barracuda.” Cousteau writes about him in National Geographic.

At Home in the Sea: “The black-suited servants shuttling back and forth between the ship and shelf became accustomed to a loiterer – a six-foot barracuda that hung under the midship’s rail ten feet down to receive chef Jacques Morgan’s garbage.  Falco named the scavenger ‘Jules’ and said, ‘He’s old and bitter, almost unable to make a living’.  A visitor arrived from France and eagerly donned an Aqua-Lung.  As he started down the ladder, Simone said, ‘Look out for Jules’.  The visitor put his faceplate under.  Jules was yawning.  The guest suddenly lost interest in diving.”

Inside the headquarters, a second, longer and more complex staging occurs.  Cousteau attempts to add cinematic entertainment to his adventure film.  Because humans must have at least 10 minutes of ultraviolet rays a day, as Cousteau explains, André Folco lies under a tanning lamp.  Acknowledging a black suit outside, he gets up and walks to the main room where Antonio Lopez emerges from the ocean and offers his services as a barber.  As Folco gets his trim, Chef Pierre Guilbert prepares a sandwich.  Cousteau describes the paradoxical life of the oceanaut.

“We live with fish, but open a can of sardines.  The air, thick as syrup, slows the ventilator to half speed.  In the deep cabin, he-men sound like schoolgirls.  Cuts and abrasions heal overnight.  Beards almost stop growing.  People like to stand on their heads.  We can’t remember whether we are outside the aquarium or inside.  And in this topsy-turvy world, we feed the fish rabbit meat.”

Divers from above transport aqualungs to and from the oceanauts below.  From the surface, supplies are sent down in pressure cookers.  In Starfish House, Guilbert receives two cylinders from Calypso.  One contains foodstuffs and mail, which he passes out to the oceanauts including Folco who is still getting trimmed by Lopez.  Cousteau explains the processes and enlightens the audience about their details.  Wesley removes a parrot from one of the cylinders, taking it to the window to show him his underwater contemporary; the parrotfish.  He is unimpressed, and Wesley takes him to his perch beside Folco and Lopez.  The bird squawks and coughs like a human, a sound that it most likely did not produce on its own.  Again, playing to humor, the documentary quality of the scene is lost to forgery and cinematics, but is effective nonetheless.  This section of the film climaxes with the release of CO2-absorbing soda lime from the deep house.  A black suit delivers goods to Kientzy and Portelatine in exchange for the waste and swims away from the cabin.  At a safe distance, he releases the white powder into an aqueous dust cloud in the deep.

IV: The Fish Wranglers

Through the exceptional eye of the swimming camera, two silver suits swim along and through the coral reef with nets, spotting and capturing sea creatures.  Cousteau reveals another crucial advantage of the undersea base.

“The other oceanauts capture all sorts of fish, alive and unharmed.  With the precision that man could never achieve on a boat, they set traditional gear; gill nets, running nets, and traps.”

At Home in the Sea:  “Professor Vaissière had none of the usual frustrations of the marine biologist – the difficulties of obtaining live specimens.  He simply flippered out to the fish pens, picked the ones he wanted for the laboratory, and chose others to be air-expressed in oxygen-charged plastic bags to the Aquarium at Monaco.”
A brief encounter with a hammerhead shark interrupts their work, (ironically, while hammering samples from the reef) but the divers swim off safely toward their next destination.  They remove exotic local fish from a gill net, placing them in floating plastic bags.  The bags are then anchored to the seabed where larger fish begin to nip at the captives.  Cousteau admits, “We did not foresee that larger fish would foresee this as a free lunch counter.  Unable to comprehend what interferes with their feeding, they become enraged.”  In a scene of unnatural savagery, predatorial fish attack the mesh bags relentlessly and confusedly.  Eventually, an ambitious eel discovers that he can fit into the door of a runaway Plexiglas trap, snatching his helpless victim once inside.

V: Organized Water

At night, Cousteau and Folco emerge from the hangar in DS2, guided by two silver-suits.  The saucer glides through the village, which is lit like an airport in the dark.  The divers, armed with narrow-beam spotlights and plankton nets, set out for the deep.  Cousteau reveals yet another important function of Conshelf 2.

“At night, plankton rises from the deeps.  It sinks back at the first glimmer of light, as if scared of the sun.  In harmony with the rhythm of days, these vertical migrations set into motion millions of tons of organic matter.  Oceanauts can study the creatures of the plankton without removing them from the sea.”

In one of the more authentic scenes of the film, the divers use metallic, tubular propulsion devices, which they mount like underwater unicycles, to glide with ease through the shadowy deep with their nets.  On the sea floor, two divers set up an underwater camera array used to film the live plankton.  When it is completed, the audience discovers theses otherworldly, “minute beings”.

“Very fragile organisms can be filmed in tact in a small transparent box that fits into a special camera.  Life originated in the sea.  And in the sea, evolved the greatest variety of species.  Some are nothing more than organized water.  A small crustacean hides in a delicate crystal home.  A jelly cup pumps like a heart.  In the pulsing ocean, little balls made of light, translucent insects, shivering globes, silver larvae, feed and multiply, and die”.

VI: Alone at Night in the Sea

In the deep house, Kientzy leaves his typewriter and climbs into his bunk next to Portelatine for the night.  Above, in Starfish House, a restless Folco leaves his bunk and sits at the table to contemplate.  Though the introduction of this scene is certainly contrived, it allows the audience an opportunity to explore the depths at night from the perspective of an oceanaut, and to meet a curious nocturnal inhabitant of the reef.  Folco narrates.

“I have been diving now for 20 years, yet when I am alone in the sea at night, I am still afraid.  It is in the night that you meet the strangest creatures.  Their shapes, their colors, their movements are stolen from nightmares.  A sea snail, with gills like plumes.  The sea devil flies with curling wings.  I found myself alone, staring with freight at a bush that walks.  This tangle of roots and branches is a single animal.  A sleeping monster I found, in a grotto at night.  We call it the bumpfish.  In the daylight, you’re lucky if you can even glimpse a bumpfish from a distance.  At night, I can stroke them.  Every time I come across a fish new to me, I am scared at first.  Then, I observe his reflexes and little by little gain his confidence. At dawn, the bumpfish emerge from their caves and move off in a herd, like bison.  They live in the coral, butting their heads against it to break off a piece, and grind it in their jaws.  A 90-pounder joins the migration, to graze in the pastures.”

Cousteau describes the walking bush and the bumpfish:

At Home in the Sea: “At night there came into the open a creature that struck momentary fear even in our veteran plongeurs.  Picture an animal shaped like a small bush with five main branches, a great tangle of sub-branches and thousands of twigs.  You find it standing on top of a coral head.  It begins to writhe, twisting its slimy branches in cobralike motions.  Play your light on it, and the weird creature shrinks and makes fast to the coral.  Then, before your eyes, it walks away, contracts, squeezes into a crevice, and vanishes.  This nightmare of the enchanted forest, which we saw only at night, is the basket star, or Gorgons head, a member of the starfish family.”


“One night, Folco entered a bumpfish lair behind a big coral boulder and accidentally brushed the tail of an 80-pound specimen.  The fish leaped past him and crashed head-on into the boulder.  The coral, which must have weighed a ton-and-a-half, overturned and rolled down the slope.  The fish went on, apparently unhurt.  Falco is convinced that if a diver had been in the way of the mad escape he would have been killed instantly.”

VII: Oceanauts in Action

Once again, the audience is taken outside of the habitat and brought along on an expedition.  Two silver-suits swim with the camera, cutting away to exotic alien inhabitants of the reef in action: colorful fish, corals, sponges, anemone, sea slugs, and starfish.  Inside the Starfish House laboratory, Professor Vaissière examines specimens under a microscope, which the audience sees in montage form.  Yet again, Cousteau illuminates another outstanding breakthrough in his undersea village.

“Oceanauts have much more time than surface divers to observe the behavior of marine life.  We bring specimens back to our lab.  Professor Vaissière files them away or studies them immediately.  This is the first time a marine biological laboratory has been established on the sea bottom.  Here we can make experiments that are not possible on shore.  Up there, microorganisms die or are contaminated during transportation, while down here we study them without delay.  This laboratory is the forerunner of a network of permanent undersea observation undersea observatories where a network of scientists of all nations will investigate the ocean world.”

In the deep chamber, Kientzy and Portelatine prepare for yet another deep-sea dive.

“Every single day, the black masks strike down to 165 ft to explore our world without time limit.  They also can penetrate for a few minutes to 350 ft.  From their loneliness, these descents are liberation”.

The deep men soar graciously through a field of seaweed on the ocean floor, catching its inhabitants off guard.  Cousteau notifies us that they are on a special mission to inspect shark cages deep down the reef.  In the article from National Geographic, Cousteau recounts the importance of the shark cages.

At Home in the Sea: “At a depth of 100 feet the floodlamps held by Raymond Coll and Christian Bonnici picked up the glittering eyes of a dozen big sharks.  As Guopil and his assistant Gilbert Duhalde prepared to film them, the pack circled our team, moving in and growing in numbers until there were maybe 70 sharks.”  “Although we set up or antishark cages at Sha’ab Rūmi, we saw few sharks there.  Throughout our stay, we had to swim well out of sight of the station to see one.  Apparently the sharks were equally impressed by us.  And that is the way I hope it remains.”

They signal for fresh aqualungs from headquarters, and two motorized silver-suits beckon their call.  Before reaching them, they happen across not one, but a shimmering wall of barracuda.  Finally, they reach the rendezvous point and exchange tanks.  The deep men graciously accept the new aqualungs and return to the deep cabin.

“The black-masks swim up directly to their deep home without fear of decompression accidents.  But above their roof is off limits.  The new diving rule for oceanauts: safety below, danger above.”

On the sea bed, two silver-suits erect another camera system in order to film more elusive creatures that are shy in the presence of divers.  A television camera is monitored by Folco in Starfish House.  He operates a trigger to switch on a film camera when he sees something of interest.  A small fish hovers above two crayfish-like crustaceans digging in the sand.  The remote-operated film camera captures their graceful movement in close-up.

“That is how we spy on a lazy fish, who lives with two small crustaceans.  He leaves the housekeeping entirely up to them.  The little fellow thinks he is a bulldozer.  He even knows how to wedge a big stone with a smaller one.”

VIII: The Deep Men Return

Folco monitors Kientzy and Portelatine from Starfish House.  They sit motionless in the deep cabin, breathing from large black masks attached to air tanks on the wall.  Cousteau emphasizes the anticipation of this moment.

“Now headquarters prepares for a critical moment; the return of the deep men after 7 days below.  Since their bodies are saturated with gasses breathed under pressure, they must first inhale a special mixture of 3 hours.  It is hoped that these precautions will protect the deep men from the dreaded bends when they return.  But this is only theory based on laboratory experiments.  The black-masks rise above the roof and climb cautiously toward headquarters.”

Slowly, Kientzy and Portelatine climb up the reef toward the village.  In one cinematic staging, Cousteau brings the deep men home to Starfish House after a week in the deep.  Like the previously mentioned staging, this one, too, attempts to entertain the audience.   Inside, Wesley’s parrot squawks and receives a glare from Folco.  The black masks swim up through the gate below the main structure and climb the ladder to the foyer.  They are greeted by their fellow oceanauts and are helped out of their gear.  Again, Cousteau boasts:

“The deep men have come back safely.  We can now move with confidence to establish bases further down in the sea.  The occupation of the continental shelf has begun.  Kientzy and Portelatine have returned from the future.”

In a moment unlikely to happen in reality, a fellow oceanaut hands a smiling Kientzy his pipe and lights it for him.  The parrot, however, coughs and wheezes.  Everyone laughs, except Folco.

IX: Oceanauts in Action Part II

Once again, two silver-suits emerge from the belly of Starfish House, spotlights in hand, into the dark ocean.  As they swim away from the safety of the well-lit village, Cousteau precipitates the tension.

“Every night, an expedition goes out with narrow-beam searchlights.  We must overcome our fear on our first few missions in the dark.  Fear of the unseen.  Fear of what lurks not only ahead, but behind, where we are most vulnerable.”

The divers dash about, interrupting the matinal creatures asleep amongst the reef.  The specimens they collect are temporarily stored in a large spherical cage comprised of plastic triangular plates, around which predatorial fish stalk the prisoners.  In somewhat of a cruel manner, two silver-suits tease a group of scallops with a large starfish.

“Starfish, despite their peaceful appearance, are carnivores, specially adapted to eat shellfish.  Scallops have many eyes.  The sight of a starfish terrifies them.  Scallops travel by jets, like the diving saucer.”

X: Descent into the world without sun

This final scene of the film transports the audience deep into the undersea world where men are incapable of diving.  For the conclusion of this adventure, Captain Cousteau himself takes us in his diving saucer on one last expedition, 1000 ft. below the waves.  This is the third and final scene that incorporates sync-sound, once at the beginning and once again at the end.

· The diving saucer slowly emerges from its hangar in the village.  It maneuvers along the coral, ultimately meeting the camera for a clear view of Cousteau at the helm.  Inside the sub, Cousteau speaks to André Folco.

· Cousteau: “How about a test of the hydraulic claw?”

· Folco: “Okay.”

· The claw extends from the front of the sub, and retracts quickly.  The diving saucer continues to pass along the reef.

As DS2 propels down the reef, past strange plants and sponges that cling to it, Cousteau sets up the action.

“This is afternoon, the 29th of June, 17:30 hours, dive 114, exploration of the northwest sector of the station, to depth of 1000 ft.  The saucer will soon descend to a deep world forbidden to divers.  It is equipped with interior and exterior cameras in order to record all stages of the dive.”

A white anemone and filamentous sponge set on a ledge.  The hydraulic claw extends and takes a sample.  Folco and Cousteau continue diving deeper and deeper.  The exterior camera reveals the striated walls of the bare cliff, absent of discernible life.

“The depth is minus 330 ft.  A jagged bed of dead coral sprinkled with white sand.  There is little life here.  Minus 360 ft, we are gliding over a sort of cracked sidewalk that hangs over a precipice.  Let her sink, along the cliff.  Minus 500 ft.  Minus 650 feet.  Minus 800 feet.”

Cousteau’s logs recount the experience of diving into the crevasse at Roman Reef.

At Home in the Sea:  “Now DS-2 sinks along the vertical wall of the third reef. We are conscious of the overhanging ledge above us.  Four hundred feet down, DS-2 stops on her own.  ‘It’s the thermocline’, says Falco.  We have touched the thin border layer between hot and cold water, and we are floating on top of the denser cold fluid.  We can dive again, of course, by admitting a few ponds of water to our trimming tank, but we take time to let nature make the adjustment by cooling us off.  The thermometer falls from 95º F to 79º F.  Falco pulls on a sweater.  Again we are on our way down.”

A few small fish appear randomly about in the scenery.  Several larger fish swim past the diving saucer.

“Big scarlet fish mark the end of this vertical desert.  At this point, 820 ft down, we enter another zone of life, where everything is to be discovered”.

An unexpected treat, a fat, toad-like creature appears in front of the camera.  With a fish’s tail and protruding hind ‘legs’, it walks along the dead coral.  Cousteau exclaims:

“We have no idea what it is.  We are probably the first men to see such a creature alive.”

Deep-sea crabs hide in the coral.  An eel slithers through the water.  The sub sinks past an eclectic milieu of fish, one of which sports insect-like wings.  A skeletal-looking crab perches on a feather-like sponge.  The sub descends past a wall of fossil oyster shells, as Cousteau makes yet another important discovery.

“Minus 850 ft.  Every inch of rock here is encrusted with oyster shells.  Fossil oysters at this depth prove that sea level has changed considerably over the ages.”

More creatures of the deep appear through the eye of the external camera.  Several bright yellow deep-sea anemone perch together on a ledge.  A large fish swims past, disregarding the alien diving saucer.  They reach the sandy bottom of the cliff to discover an underwater desert.  Cousteau offers an analogy as a herd of elegant shrimp-like creatures dash across the sand.

“Minus 1000 ft.  We are flying above the Sahara.  There are even gazelles.  All that’s missing is an oasis with palm trees.”

In answer to Cousteau’s observation, several islands of sponges with palm-like anemone are shown protruding from the barren sand.  A conglomeration of small crabs litters the bottom.  They try to capture one of the crabs with the hydraulic claw.  Cousteau makes note of this unique opportunity to observe this spectacle.

“Hundreds, thousands of crabs at 1000 ft.  A mass meeting of crabs.  It must be their mating season.  The saucer has enabled us to discover this remote meeting place.  They have traveled here in a yearly migration from hundreds of leagues away.”

Through the external camera catches an enormous deep-sea shark as it approaches from beneath the saucer.  They follow the 20-foot, 3000-pound monster along the ocean floor. A tiered colony of white, corkscrew filaments pierce the sandy coral bed.  Cousteau explains, they are actually colonies of tiny animals.  At 19:50 hours, they men begin ascending back up the reef.  They pass large vase-like sponges, white and paper-thin.
Inside the sub, Cousteau speaks to Folco directly for the last time in sync-sound.

· Cousteau: “It’s 20 hours.  It’ll be dark up there.”

· Folco: “Yes.  What do we do now?  Do you think we should explore the tunnel?”

· Cousteau: “Why not?”

Folco pilots the diving saucer through an opening in the side of the wall.  Inside, the sub bumps against the walls, and the camera shakes as we here the impacts.  From below, a shimmering ring of water appears.  From inside the cave, the saucer approaches the surface.  It emerges, and to the audience’s astonishment, Folco opens the hatch to this strange anomaly.  He pops out, able to breathe, shining a light on the walls of the underwater cave.  The walls drip with an unidentifiable slime.  Cousteau captures the spectacle in words.

“A pocket of air and vapor.  A cave in which light shines for the first time.”

Folco ducks back into the sub and closes the hatch.  The saucer submerges slowly departs, leaving the audience in this deep, dark enigma.  Cousteau reinforces his ultimate goal into the mind of the audience.

“We have lived in the bosom of the sea.  The sea has indulged us.  But we have taken only the first steps into our new space.  Further adventures await oceanauts in the world without sun.”

---------

While Flaherty brought obscure cultures to the eyes and ears of the masses, Jacques-Yves Cousteau led them into a world where no man had ever been.  He epitomizes the explorer/filmmaker, and his contributions to film, science, and the betterment of mankind live on in his films.  While Flaherty made his subject famous, to be immortalized in song, this honor was bestowed on Cousteau himself by a group of students at MIT:

He’s the famous frogman that you all know.

With his black wetsuit, he’s ready to go.

He’s got a mini-sub and he don’t care.

And he don’t ever come up for air.

Jacques, Jacques, Jacques Cousteau,

How low can you go?

From sea to shining sea,

He checks them out for you and me…7
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